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Born and brought up in Mumbai, India, Anisha Bhatia now lives in San Diego, California with her husband and their two children. She loves tea, biryani, books and beaches, not necessarily in that order. What Are We Doing About Zoya? is her first novel.









About the Book:


‘An entertaining and delightful story about breaking tradition, creating your own path, and standing your ground’ Jane Igharo, author of Ties That Tether


Zoya is not a perfect Indian daughter. She’s overweight, independent and unmarried in a society that values slim, obedient women.


And at twenty-six, she is hurtling towards her expiration date in Mumbai’s arranged marriage super-mart. But when her family’s matchmaking finally works, everything seems to be on the up - all until she is offered a dream job in New York City.


Zoya must now make the choice of a lifetime, but not without a few cultural casualties and, of course, an accidental love story along the way . . .









CHAPTER ONE


“So? What are we doing about Zoya?”


That’s me. Zoya Sahni. The one something should be done about.


This Voice, from across the living room, is my aunt Sheila Bua. Pa’s oldest sister. Yesterday, to her acute horror, I turned an ancient twenty-six. I’m still unmarried, with no sign of a husband on the horizon. Which is like wading ankle deep into the Swamp of Eternal Spinsterhood.


“Tell me, what is our plan of action?” Sheila Bua says, her hands on her hips. Her voice, on the other hand, can qualify as a whole annoying person in its own right.


As if in agreement, a lone auto rickshaw sputters reluctantly two floors below in our tiny by-lane. It’s ten in the morning on a scorching Saturday, and in Bombay, nothing moves before noon on a weekend, not even the lethargic cuckoos in the mango trees. Nothing except Sheila Bua.


“What do you mean, Sheila didi?” My Mum’s soft voice is like piano music after Sheila Bua’s squawk.


“You know perfectly well, Geeta. It’s high time Zoya was married.” Sheila Bua struggles to wrench her feet out of her pearly flip-flops near the main door.” That’s all I can see of her, courtesy of my curly locks flowing over my face. This is far more romantic in theory than reality: gorgeous windswept hair versus coiled strands on your tongue. You might think I’m of the windswept hair variety. Nope. Coiled strands. Always.


It’s the stinking gutter of seasons—sticky and hot, so no point trying to cool my sweaty posterior on the marble floor. Might as well wear pajama bottoms inside a wet sauna. Mum, up on the fancy leather couch behind me, yanks a handful of my hair and pours sticky coconut oil on my scalp. It’s the usual Saturday morning hair massage, prescribed to be washed on Sunday afternoons. A centuries-old tradition no Indian female can escape. It’s a ritual. A lifestyle. Or maybe a rule. Sometimes I can’t tell the difference.


Sheila Bua is quite interested in getting me married. Because (a) she’s the custodian of our extended family—self-appointed, of course, and (b) that’s what she does. Arrange marriages. Matches grooms, brides, and families. Aiming her sights at unsuspecting bachelors and spinsters like a laser beam. For a hobby. They nestle inside her large, hideous lime-green purse—their pictures and bios, that is, as sent by hopeful parents, not the actual brides and grooms.


That I’ve lasted this long without being on her radar is a miracle in itself. Better to marry off the fair-slim-pretty one before beginning on a lost cause like Zoya. My fair-slim-pretty cousin Aisha is a done deal next week, Sheila Bua having arranged the rich, fat proposal herself.


Sheila Bua’s naked feet come closer, slapping on the creamy floor. Her rough fingers coil around my curls. “What have you done to your hair, Zoya? So dry. Like a carpet.”


“That’s just how it’s always been, Bua.”


“Are you letting the oil settle in? For hours?”


“I’ve been doing that since I was born. Hasn’t made a difference, has it?”


“Of course it has. Your hair is like a new carpet.” Sheila Bua says to Mum. “Just pour some more oil, Geeta. That is the only way it works!”


The trick with our traditions is to not argue. Things don’t change just because you want them to. We’ve all rebelled passively for centuries—do your thing, quietly, without anyone knowing you’ve rebelled. Two hours is all I’ll give this truckload of shit. Any mention of my bad hair day—which, by the way, is every day—drives Mum batty. My bad hair day is just one of my many non-virtues in the marriage market. Mum’s frustration spills onto my itchy scalp as she overturns the blue plastic bottle of oil. A sticky trail joins the coiled strands on my face.


To be honest, I love this massage. Warm oil rubbed onto your scalp is bliss. Plus, that’s our time, Mum’s and mine, to catch up, to gossip. About my boss, who is slightly annoying and totally taciturn. About Mum, like when she secretly studied criminal law after being forbidden, or when she swore violently at Pa that one time. I love those stories, especially the rule-breaking ones. The only times Mum rebelled in her life, directly. Not that she’s a doormat or anything. She’s a modern, educated woman and a law college professor. But she’s still my very Indian mother, who, like most of her brethren, is quite desperate to marry her daughter off by a certain age.


“Sheila didi, look how much oil she needs,” Mum smacks my head. “I can’t even get to the middle of this bird’s nest. The one thing she inherits from her father. Rough hair.”


Pa’s bald. Not the time to remind Mum of that. She pulls the giant mass of curls yet again, jerking my neck up so hard I swear I’ve developed spondylitis. I yank my neck up, and my abundant aunt blazes into focus. Squeezed into an expensive kurti tunic and tights, fluorescent pink and bright orange, she’s a migraine in waiting. Which, had the oil massage been relaxing, would have rendered it completely useless.


The doorbell rings in a sing-songy tune, first of many buzzers in a day, its suddenness making Sheila Bua jump. Sujata bai, one of our three maids, saunters in. Her pink sari hangs limp on her thin body and she brings with her a musky odor.


“Tell me, Geeta,” Sheila Bua reverts her attention from the maid to the topic of the day, “have you started looking for boys yet?”


“No, we haven’t started. How can we start without you? But this stupid girl wants to wait for another year before getting married. Can you imagine?” She clicks her tongue and smacks my shoulder. “That we start looking for boys when she is twenty-seven! What are we to do?”


What happens to modern, fairly sane mothers when it is time to get their daughters married? “Yes, I want to wait for another year,” I mutter.


“Wait?” Sheila Bua staggers as if she’s discovered a dead body right in the living room. She turns to Mum. “Are you out of your mind to let her wait? These girls of today! She wants to give me my first gray hair, turn me into an old woman?” Sheila Bua’s silky black hair, almost blue in its darkness (regular double doses of L’Oreal hair dye) is pulled back into a low ponytail. Angry little crinkles gather on her forehead at the collective foolishness of the young.


“You talk to her father, Sheila didi. I’ve tried to tell him exactly how long it takes to find a good boy, but fathers have no notion of what it’s like to get a daughter married.” The horror of having a spinster daughter transforms my mother’s sweet voice into a hoarse grumble, especially now that other girls my age are being rapidly packaged off as brides as if on an assembly line.


Pa is the only one who agrees with me. Indirectly, because (a) he does not actively breathe down my neck or (b) he changes the topic anytime Mum tries to broach marriage, then winks at me, which pisses her off greatly. Pa, the over-dedicated head surgeon, absconded this morning to his hospital at the crack of dawn. I think he knew Sheila Bua would show up—he has a sixth sense about her that could rival any psychic. How long my father or I last in the face of this strengthened alliance between Mum and my aunt is another matter, for arranging marriages and subduing dissent are Sheila Bua’s special domain.


“What is this new-fangled waiting? Most girls will be nicely married, probably mothers by the time Zoya decides she is ready. All good boys will be snapped up!” Sheila Bua snaps her stubby, diamond-studded fingers, but they make no sound. “What will she find then? The leftovers?” It is a grand stroke of luck that Sheila Bua has no daughters, only a twenty-eight-year-old son Yuvi, recently married, which gives her free time to meddle. Help, I mean. Help people.


“I really don’t want leftovers—”


“You will end up all alone! Pitied. All because you waited. What kind of a family would we be if we didn’t do our duty and help you?” Sheila Bua is in her element. “Waiting! I never heard of such a thing! You can afford to wait when you are twenty, not twenty-six. Like that neighbor of yours, that Kamya Sharma? She’s still waiting. At thirty-three!” Her arms move in the air like the conductor of an orchestra, and the peach window curtains gently swish behind her like a hushed audience.


I am close to my expiration date in the arranged marriage supermarket. And haven’t even started the search for a husband due to, horror of horrors, an education and a career.


To start the search at twenty-six means you’re halfway to oblivion. A girl like me is moved lower and lower on the marriage shelf, replaced by younger, fresher models. And when the dreaded three-zero hits, you’re taken off the shelf and stuffed onto the back aisle, the “clearance, expired goods” area. Proposals will wane and there I’ll be, still unmarried at forty. Neither wife nor mother; neither divorced nor widowed nor abandoned. I’ll be like those extra pieces of a puzzle that don’t fit anywhere, and no one knows what to do with them so they are banished to a dusty corner till they crumble into dust.


I don’t want to marry just because that’s what needs to be done, like a tick mark on a checklist. But ever since Aisha’s engagement six months ago, I kind of secretly wish I was more like her and other normal girls, doing the right thing at the right time. The family would look upon me with approval, too, and not as a weak link either to be borne or disposed of to the nearest bidder as quickly as possible. And I don’t want to stand out more than I already do; oh, you’ll know why soon enough.


Our doorbell shrieks yet again. Argh! Bombay should be renamed the City of Shrieking Doorbells because of the continuous stream of humanity in and out through our doors. Our second maid for the day, Mala the cook, glides in, permanently snooty about her high position in the hierarchy of domestic labor. She rotates her whole body toward Mum, like a large drum. “What to make today, Geeta bhabi?”


“Make potato sandwiches for breakfast and chicken curry for lunch, please. Sheila didi, you’re staying for lunch, na?”


“Of course. We have a lot of work to do. And you leave Zoya’s father to me. He will never disagree with what I say.” The leather sofa emits a squeaky little hiss as she sits.


“Before we start,” she aims a pointed stare at me, “tell me if you like some boy already? Come on, don’t be shy. Either we arrange a marriage for you or, if you like a boy, I dig up some dirt about him and his family, and then we arrange it for you. Tell me the truth.”


Technically, there was Raunak three months ago. Nothing serious, just drinks and other . . . benefits. Hooded eyes and a sneery intellectual voice. Also, he’s addicted to pot. My family is modern by Indian standards, but not fling modern. Or pot modern. “No, I don’t have anyone.”


“Of course she doesn’t.” Mum continues to thwack my head as if she’s decided to fight my bad hair day till the bitter end. “How would she find anyone, shut up in that office all day, staring at a computer? She doesn’t even come with me to weddings of our relations.”


Technically, Indian weddings are a union of two individuals and their families. But in reality, weddings are prime bride/ groom hunting arenas for unmarried offspring. You walk into a wedding and a gaggle of assorted aunties descend out of nowhere to pinch your cheeks as if you were five. Followed by a sly full-body inspection to check your weight (gain, not loss) to feel infinitely better about their still-slim daughters/nieces/best-friends’-daughters. Thanks, but no thanks. “Weddings are boring, Mum.”


“Sushh, child!” Sheila Bua holds up a palm to silence me, gold bangles gleaming on her wrist. “I will find someone for you. See what a nice boy I found for Aisha?” Varun Sethi, the nice boy, is the scion of a large toilet-making fortune. It is rumored, Sheila Bua tells her clients in a conspiratorial whisper, that he plops on a golden commode every morning, which sprays jets of French perfume on his, umm, nether regions. Aisha is marrying Toilet Boy in less than a week and her henna ceremony is in two days. This is an extra reason for my hair massage: to tame the devil of frizz who lives in my hair so I don’t show up at the ceremony with a lion’s mane in its full glory.


Toilet Boy meets all the criteria for an arranged match: same religion, same language (out of the twenty-two official ones), and same caste: Hindu-Punjabi-Khatri. This whole arranged marriage thing, it’s like being in space. Multiple universes hover in darkness, distant and aloof; a separate religion reigns supreme in each. Within each universe is an abundance of galaxies, all of them speaking different languages. And within each galaxy, a gazillion planets of socioeconomic castes orbit around their own importance.


Plus, Toilet Boy is educated, wealthy, has good future prospects, and is from a fairly sane family. And is reasonably sane himself. All mandatory, because who wants to marry a psychotic loser?


So you see, Sheila Bua’s job demands Einstein’s intelligence. The Theory of Arranged Marriagivity: Keep to your own planet. The rest of space can go eff themselves.


A pungent smell sneaks into the living room from the kitchen and hovers near the open French windows. Smoky hot oil, tangy hing, and crackly mustard seeds. Food makes everything better. And never judges.


Sheila Bua sniffs the air and sighs in pleasure. She pats her purse as if caressing a beloved pet. “Before we start the search for a husband, let’s look at the kind of photos other girls have sent. They are like portfolios of supermodels.” She winces at my oily face and wild hair. She sets her jaw in a determined look, her bunny teeth gleaming from behind a coat of pink lipstick. “At least look at Zoya’s competition. What is the use of being a matchmaker if we can’t preempt all rivals to use it to our family’s advantage, I ask?”


Mum stops all pretense of an oil massage, rests her palms on my shoulders, and stares at the 8 × 10 glossy picture of a twenty-two-year-old girl, Pooja. Sheila Bua dangles the photo in front of my face. “See?” she says. “Twenty-two. She started almost a year ago. I’ve shown her family six boys already!”




Fair, slim, homely postgraduate in Finance. 5'5'', proficient in cooking Indian, Thai, Chinese, and Continental food. Excellent homemaker, earning in seven figures, but not very ambitious. Very flexible when it comes to career, can leave job for family. Father has a business of copper metal; mother is a housewife. PunjabiMatrimony.com profile: pooja21. More details on contact.





Mum turns the picture over, and a fashion model stares out of it, all pouts and sucked-in cheeks. Her fair skin gleams due to Photoshop or the layers of expert concealer and foundation, I can’t tell. My heart sinks, despite the feigned disinterest. How can I compete with that?


“Has Zoya been using that face cream I gave you?” Sheila Bua asks Mum.


“Yes. You know, I don’t like this whole ‘make your skin fairer’ idea, but at this point, we have to try anything.” Mum and Sheila Bua look grim, as though discussing the last weapons in their arsenal. “Anyway, it’s good for her occasional pimples.” Mum gives Sheila Bua a weird look. It’s nothing unusual, lots of strange looks pass between them, which mean nothing to a third person. They lived in the same neighborhood and were close friends, way before Mum married into the family. So it’s an old friendship, and pretty solid, much to my detriment. I bet they know all kinds of stuff about each other. Not that there would be much “stuff” to know; they don’t look like they ever did anything remotely interesting in their youth. I mean, Mum, maybe, because I know those quasi-rebellious stories about her, but Sheila Bua? Apart from some dumb painting hobby, I’d say not a chance in hell. I bet she started marrying people the moment she was born.


But this cream. It masquerades as a moisturizer to turn you four shades lighter. I am a dark-skinned Punjabi girl about to enter the gladiatorial arena of arranged marriages. Or “wheatish complexion,” as the women of the family explain, without using the dreaded D-word, slightly apologetic, as if they really tried for fair skin but what to do if the girl-baby had a mind of her own?


Now, I didn’t exactly use the cream. Just dabbed it on once a week instead of once a day and squeezed a substantial amount in the sink. Remember the passive rebellion?


The photo-girl’s highlighted face stares out of the picture, nonthreatening, but still somehow confident in her ability to land a groom in a jiffy. Her nose, her eyes, her lips, her cheeks are all angled in soft light. She looks like she’s made of spun wool and sugar. Her tight salwar kameez is pasted to her slim body. Loose-fitted pants that taper at the ankles and a long pink tunic as tight as decorum allows. She sucks in every limb except her chest, which sticks out like two giant blobs.


“We need to get Zoya some new clothes. Something bright and colorful and unique. This is just—” Sheila Bua is speechless as she tugs on my loose penguin pajamas and faded gray T-shirt. Who the hell gets dressed at ten thirty on a weekend for oiling their hair?


To complete the professional and personal nightmare for Sheila Bua, I am what is politely called “filled out in body.” Which, in arranged marriage lingo, means fat. And brands you as almost unmarriageable unless you can make certain “compromises” in your choice of groom.


The word has lived with me as long as I can remember, like an unloved but tolerated relative. Some days, when I see other fat girls, I mentally compare our bodies, and if I perceive that I am less fat, I feel a wretched little blip of joy. Pathetic, yes, I know. After which I am so thoroughly ashamed that I gobble up a plateful of greasy hakka noodles followed by a large piece of coffee cake from Birdy’s. I wish someone would start a Fataholics Anonymous someday.


Back to the marriage race, which is practically lost even before the start. There’s no difference between twenty-nine and thirty, and everyone knows thirty is just a front for thirty-one, so unless I am married off in the next three years, I’ll have officially kicked the bucket. For Sheila Bua, that is.


Another doorbell rings. At our neighbor’s apartment this time. Several rickshaws stutter, followed by snarling vehicles and hammers knocking. And so it begins. “Achcha Geeta, is Zoya five feet two or five feet two and a half?”


“How does that matter? Half here and there?” Mum asks.


“Don’t forget the half inch. It’s very important. We’ll take any water in the dryness of this desert!” Sheila Bua mutters, somber as a marine ready for war.


Really, what chance do I have?









CHAPTER TWO


Today is Aisha’s mehendi, the henna ceremony before the wedding. I can’t believe she’s getting married in two days. That’s such a grown-up thing to do, giving you instant “woman” status: you are now officially an adult, your opinions are actually listened to, and you get the family stamp of approval.


The banquet hall of the henna ceremony is surrounded by what looks like a small rainforest of drab buildings, tall and small. The inside of the backlit hall is air-conditioned (thank goodness), decorated with pink lilies and filled with brightly dressed women. They chat and sip Fanta on red-and-white-striped couches while the henna assistants draw intricate designs on their palms. It’s kind of like being inside a massive jewelry expo: Bright yellow gold at Aisle number 4—Meena Auntie wearing India’s entire gold reserves! Check our finest twenty-one-carat diamond display on Aisle number 8—shield your eyes before you meet Sudha Auntie and her baubles!


As soon as Mum and I enter the venue, Sheila Bua swoops upon us in a silk salwar kameez, the tunic of which looks like psychedelic rainbows tripping on acid.


“Geeta! Where have you been?” She heaves a sigh of relief as Mum hugs her. “Thank goodness, you’ve arrived before Aisha’s mother-in-law! Rama is at her wits’ end. Not that she has a lot of wit to begin with! Could you go help her with the preparations? I need to tell the mehendi appliers to butter up the groom’s family so they feel important.”


Rama Bua, my other aunt, who’s the mother of the bride and Sheila Bua’s sister, and the most loony-moony person this side of the galaxy, currently walks around in a daze with a silver plate in one hennaed hand, her sparkly sari pallu sweeping the white granite floor behind her. Sheila Bua, on the other hand, is in her element, with multitudes of diamonds sparkling on her body. “What, these little things?” She chuckles when an obscure relative, a second cousin of a third cousin, compliments her. “It’s only one choker, half a dozen bangles, and three rings. Need to save the big ones for the wedding, don’t we?” Oh, and not to forget her ubiquitous, precious gold necklace—the one with a golden bird pendant on it—which always leads any jewelry exhibit. No one is allowed to touch that, ever.


“Zoya, beta, go sit with Aisha, she’s been asking for you for the last hour. Oh, you wore the green outfit? I thought you didn’t like green?” Sheila gapes at me in surprise.


I just shrug. This outfit, chosen by Mum, is a greenish blue churidaar kameez, a long, knee-length tunic and leggings, with shiny little blue flowers all over it. Not my favorite, but at least it’s not a hideous pink like my friend Amrita’s. She’s currently being paraded in a revolting shade of fuchsia by her mother, like a live bottle of Digene antacid, in front of a gaggle of appreciative Punjabi aunties.


If I had my way today, the kameez would’ve been light yellow cotton, and I’d be wearing oxidized bangles and jhumkas—my favorite long earrings. But the family thinks that is a jhola, the attire of starving artists, which is not what they want to project to the groom’s clan—that one of us could be starving—and certainly not that one of us could be an artist. In communities like ours (and, I’m quite sure, across India), an artist = free thinking + free sex + drugs = DANGER to our values. No wonder Sheila Bua’s painting never advanced beyond a forgotten hobby.


Mum, thankfully, is not a ghastly-pink person. But then again, she isn’t a jhola person either. So here I am in the clothes chosen by her, only to avoid a confrontation. Only to fit in yet again. Only to save her from the pitying looks of having a fat, dowdy, unmarried daughter wearing arty-farty clothes. In the futile hope that Sheila Bua is right. That if I looked even one-fourth as thin and pretty as Aisha does today, I would be “snapped up” in no time and maybe all this would’ve been for me.


The deafening beat of the latest Bollywood song helps to squash these silly thoughts. “You always liked yellow, didn’t you? Is it still your favorite?” Sheila Bua smiles at me absently. Something inside me flips in a surprised little somersault. She used to shop for my clothes, Sheila Bua, way back in the beyond. I still remember the dazzling fairy dress on my eighth birthday, the soft and sparkly mix of lemon and ivory. Somehow, Sheila Bua always knew what I wanted, even before I knew it myself. She was my Magic Bua. I’m not sure when my Magic Bua disappeared, and this Sheila Bua took her place.


Never mind. I need to find Aisha in this ambush of silk and perfume. Oh, there she is! On the red couch in the center of the room, under a canopy of pink lilies, her slender hands and feet covered with mehendi. She is the family favorite, having done the right thing at the right time. She wanted to be a journalist, but the family disapproved. I mean, covering crimes and scandals? That’s no job for a respectable girl! Armed with a docile diploma in human resources, she quit a lucrative HR job to get engaged, with the communal approval of the matrons in our clan. There was a time during our teenage years when I was slightly jealous of her slim prettiness, just a wee bit. But really, how long can you be envious of a gentle creature whose reactions never go beyond an “Oh, dearie” no matter what happens? Look at her now. The belle of the ball. She’s handed a bunch of her special flower jewelry—white jasmine florets and red rose petals—to a group of goggly-eyed little girls who look like they’ve just glimpsed all the Disney princesses rolled into one, instead of shooing them away or asking them to bring food, as I probably would’ve.


“Little Zoya! All grown up!”


Shit.


An assortment of silk-swathed women, busy dancing a minute ago, ambush me out of nowhere, breathless but still shaking their alarmingly large hips. Here it comes. The Attack of the Ambushing Aunties. An affliction most common to all Indian ceremonies, regardless of language or religion.


“Oh, let me look at you! I’m sure you’ve put on at least five kilos since I last saw you!”


“We thought it would be your turn first! After all, you are two years older than Aisha!”


“Why are you always eating?”


“How did the younger cousin get married before the older?”


“Well, don’t make us wait anymore to dance at your wedding, okay?”


This is why I don’t go to weddings.


God, why hasn’t Peehu arrived yet? She’s my best friend. She moved to Paris six months ago but is visiting for Aisha’s wedding. If she were here right now, we’d be extra-sweet to all the Ambushing Aunties before the slaughter. Kind of like fattening the calf.


Where does your daughter live, the one who eloped with the chauffeur, who then ran off with the maid after a week? So she’s single again?


What a lovely sari you’re wearing! By the way, didn’t your son fail his engineering exams this year? Again? What, isn’t he like thirty now?


Nothing sends the aunties packing like their own scandals under the spotlight.


“Don’t you remember me?” One slim AA squishes my cheeks. “I lived in your building years ago! You and my son Lalit would run around in the building compound as toddlers, holding hands, stark naked.” She giggles and the collective ambushers giggle along. “He came to drop me today. I could’ve introduced you both, but he had to leave to make an urgent call.” She points behind me.


The said Lalit is some distance away, walking toward the door in the middle of a phone conversation. “—simply loathsome—” is all I can hear. Who talks like that? I’m sure his mother will find another time to introduce us. They always do. (He’s furiously texting now. Crisp white shirt, tight over his back muscles. A bit too tight but not bad; fully clothed, what a pity.)


A sudden flurry of activity propels Loathsome Lalit’s mother and all other aunties away from me (thank you, merciful God) in a rustle of fabric toward the ornate hall doors. Aisha’s in-laws are here with the bridal mehendi in a small silver pot on a sterling tray decked with rose petals. Everyone rushes over: women, assorted men, the photographer, the video guy.


An imposing woman sashays in with the tray, ablaze in a flaming red-gold sari more suited to cooler evenings than a snarly Bombay afternoon. This is her, Aisha’s mother-in-law; the original toilet woman herself. And smells like one. Well, not really, just an overpowering floral scent that makes me retch. Her minions are dressed in equally blistering shades: smoldery oranges, fiery rusts, glittery golds, and all of them smell just as sugary.


The bright lights of the videographer ignite this Sisterhood of the Traveling Inferno. Some people discreetly wear sunglasses before they rush to greet the new in-laws. “Welcome, welcome, Shobhaji!” My aunt Rama Bua, the mother of the bride, and Mum lead the Inferno toward the bride to be. The toilet woman grabs Aisha in a proprietary embrace; it’s like an ethereal fairy disappearing under a flood of glitter.


“What took you so long?” Aisha hisses in mock anger at me, not the toilet woman, when I finally reach her (as if she would be stupid enough to question her mother-in-law so blatantly, that too before marriage). The Ambushing Aunties have dragged the Sisterhood to join their breathless butt-shaking dance.


“Aashoo, try to make a decent effort to sound pissed.” I roll my eyes. “Your mom-in-law will walk all over you if this is how you fight!” Aisha’s Buddhist monk of a temper, if it can be called a temper, that is, has always baffled me. But then again, she is the sorted sorts and I am the twitchy sorts.


Aisha giggles, a tinkling crystal of a sound, and my heart turns over. I squeeze her in a tight hug, like she’s off to a distant land and who knows when we’ll see her again.


“You okay, Zee?” she asks.


“Yes. No! I’m just . . . I’m going to miss you so much.”


“But I’m right here, you silly twit. Just moving from Khar to Dadar. That’s like, only fifteen minutes away.”


Or two hours, depending on Bombay’s eccentric mood. Plus, moving in with your in-laws, especially Indian ones, isn’t exactly conducive to having a life because of FAMILY HONOR (yes, it deserves all uppercase letters), which includes all of the following: the length of your dress, the food you eat, the food you cook, your job, your career, your friends. You.


Plus, now it’s her and Varun (not her and me), who’s always hugging and touching her, wanting her close. Which is wonderful for my cousin, but it’s like little needle jabs in my heart. Why can’t I have that?


But I did catch him with a harem of females last week at a restaurant. One in particular, a birdlike creature, tittered around him and looked like she was about to plonk herself into his lap, before he waved to me. It means nothing, I’m sure; that’s why I didn’t bother Aisha with it. Still. No harm in keeping an eye out. Because if he hurts my cousin, I will break his nuts.


“Madam, please move away from the bride.” The henna master puckers her brow in irritation. “You will ruin the mehendi.” She uses a tiny amount of the bridal henna on Aisha’s palm and then distributes the rest of it to the assistants. No henna master ever uses anything but their own homemade concoction, which likely has been brewed for hours. For who knows what instant-color-crap festers in the henna brought by the in-laws or relatives?


Sheila Bua, the leader of the dancing auntie brigade, rushes out of the hip-shaking group, gestures to the henna attendants, points to me, and rushes back in. It sends a manic blast of an espresso shot into my blood. An old myth says if an unmarried girl from the bride or groom’s side uses another girl’s bridal mehendi on her own hands, she gets married next. I’ve been marked.


A young henna assistant winks at me. “Just you wait and see. My sister’s bridal mehendi was used on my hands, and bas! That was it. I got married within six months.”


Tanya, my other girl cousin, the evil one, tries to get to the bridal henna before it gets to me, but some auntie blocks her way. Just as well, because her phone bings, she smiles and runs off into a corner to check it. Curious, because the text alert was a distinct sing-songy one, not one of her usual alert tones. Seems like a boyfriend for sure, and a special one.


And yes, you’re right, I don’t like her. Because according to her, she is la-di-dah and I am nothing compared with her. Plus we’ve always had this weird rivalry. Like who’s the smartest (she thinks the search for the God particle began in a temple), who’s the prettiest (just saying that I’m not exactly unpretty, you know, even with all the cellulite), and who’s the slimmest. I refuse to answer that question on the grounds that it may incriminate me in the Tanya-is-flat-as-a-board name incident. I had nothing to do with it.


Fine, maybe I had a little to do with it. It was me. I spread the rumor that her boyfriend said she lacked in the, umm, chest department. I know, despicable, sexist, et cetera; and I’m not proud of it. But think high school; think end-of-the-year party for us final year students; me in a tight black skirt, having mustered up enough courage to go up to a boy to confess that I liked him. And think Tanya sauntering up to us in a slinky sheath dress and calling me a greedy fat-ass. In front of everyone. I think I let her off too easy.


Peehu, and my still-waiting-at-thirty-three friend Kamya—they’re here, thank goodness!


“Congratulations, Aashoo!” Kamya tries to hug her, but Aisha is trapped by the henna masters and their pointy applicator cones.


“Zee!” Peehu screeches and throws herself on Aisha, trapped or not, and then on me, bony arms outstretched. Colorful African bracelets roll all the way down to her elbows. Kamya, always mature and restrained, somehow manages to give Aisha a gentle hug, and both females plonk themselves on either side of me.


“So good to see you girls.” Kamya smiles, eyes shining. How dainty and confident she looks, in her cream-colored salwar kameez with pale yellow flowers all over it. That she dared to wear a funereal tunic, pastel to boot, to a blingy Punjabi ceremony just goes to show her nerves of steel. Like covering yourself with meat and entering the tiger’s lair. Now, had I worn such a color at an important family function, the AA brigade would have swallowed me whole.


“Uh oh. I know you just arrived, but you might want to turn right back around,” Peehu whispers, tilting her body in the general direction of Kamya. “I see an auntie coming your way. Run! Save yourself from faltu proposals!”


Kamya rolls her eyes, jumps off the couch and rushes off toward the drinks counter.


“Poor thing.” Peehu’s pixie face is scrunched up in a mix of irritation and pity. “The aunties have been waiting for her. Such unmentionable proposals, I tell you. One of them was a middle-aged Testo-Stallone type. An underwear salesman, can you believe it?” She pretends to retch.


I can totally believe it. The thing is, Kamya has voluntarily elected to not get married. She and her boyfriend—live-in boyfriend, mind you—have dated for the last four years, and he is perfectly okay not getting married either. Which is like speaking in Parseltongue to the Ambushing Aunties, you know, the snake-language from Harry Potter.


Kamya also works at ISRO, the Indian Space Research Organization, and she was on the team that sent a probe to Mars.


To Mars.


This woman created something that reached another planet. And she’s being fixed up with a chaddi-selling oaf. Which just elicits communal sighs; what use is talent and education and propelling things into space without marriage and children, pray tell us?


“At the rate you keep rejecting good Gujarati boys, you’re next in line for the unmentionable proposals,” I tease her.


Peehu grabs a plate of tangy potatoes from a passing server instead of chicken tikka skewers. No meat, garlic, or onions for her on Tuesday, thanks to her conservative Gujarati upbringing. “Like hell I am.” Her eyes have a faraway, determined look, as if daring any of the aunties to come up with a crappy boy.


Peehu’s mom, kind of, faked an illness (I forget which) to stop her from dating—and eventually wanting to marry—a boy of another religion. Everyone was in on it, their entire family, even their servants. It worked, and Peehu found out six months later and all hell broke loose. Inside her head. After which she started going to the neighborhood Shiva temple twice a day in a dark fury. I tried everything to get her out of this dark funk: drinks, gossip about aunties, analyzing the crappy lives of our mutual acquaintances. To my growing alarm, nothing worked. Paris came just in time, thank God. Had she not left for Paris she would’ve landed in a mental ward. Or in jail for murder, because she, as Americans say, “don’t take shit from nobody.”


Sudden happy yelps pierce the air-conditioned air when the DJ starts a fast number—“Balam Pichkari,” a popular, peppy song. The sari-clad hip-shake in the center of the hall reaches maniac fiendish levels; all the years of decorum drilled into Indian women gone to the dogs. Weddings often do that. And poor Kamya. Pulled into the feverish dancing whorl of the very aunties she was trying to escape.


A sharp buzz in my hand makes me drop my mobile phone. A single black line gleams on the bright screen:




We need to talk ASAP when you get into the office on Friday.


—A





Why does my boss send cryptic emails when he knows I’m out of the office for my cousin’s wedding? And whatever he wants to talk about can’t be that urgent because if it was, he’d be blasting my ear off on the phone right now, on a Tuesday. Or be at my doorstep, wherever I was. Not a chance in hell that he’d wait for two whole days till I’m in the office to “discuss.” ASAP indeed. (Why on earth is he texting then?)




We also need to go over the ad themes and marketing plan for the Maharani hair oil campaign one final time.


—A





For God’s sake, the print ads and social media plan are ready to go. I’ve rechecked the graphics on the ads so many times that if you woke me up from death, I could tell you the exact inches between the Maharani logo and its surrounding red space.


“Did you get any responses from Zoya’s profile yet?” Meena Auntie asks Mum, as all the Sahni women—Mum, Sheila Bua, Rita Chachi—descend on the couch next to us.


“Oh yes! So many!” Mum whips out my profile proudly on her phone as if it was a picture of me receiving an award. There I am, on Punjabimatrimony.com, Shaadi.com, and a horde of other websites, in my nineteen-year-old avatar. This antique picture was deemed to be the most appropriate in getting responses.


“This is at least ten kilos less. I don’t even look like this anymore!” My protest is lost in the air heavy with flowery perfumes and sharp eucalyptus. The mehendi assistant snaps in irritation, an iron grip on my half-hennaed open palm, “Zoya Madam, can’t you sit still?”


“We weren’t about to put a fa—err, filled-out photo of you, Zoya. And this one was taken in Dubai, which only helps to show that we are wealthy enough to afford vacations abroad.” That’s Rita Chachi, Ronny Chacha’s wife. (Punjabi Relations 101: Chachi—the wife of your father’s brother, called Chacha.) She likes everything just so, preferably imported. She also happens to be Tanya’s mother. You’d guess instantly they were mother and daughter. Both of them chic and uppity and slim.


“Zoya beta, this photo will get you lot of views so you can meet the boys. That is key—the meeting. A bad photo cuts your chances in half, right there!” says Sheila Bua, helping herself to her sixth samosa in five minutes. “Hello, waiter-boy? Keep the Fantas coming, now there’s a good lad!” The liveried waiter, who’s at least fifty, runs off to the back kitchens at her command. She turns her attention to me. “And you are the only child your parents have. Their respect in society depends upon your behavior, na?”


One of the younger henna assistants, dressed to the gills in red and gold, squeals in sudden delight. A bit of dried mehendi has scraped off my palm, “Look! The color is such a deep brown, so fast.”


It takes hours of drying and patting the henna with a mixture of sugar and lime juice to get a dark, almost reddish black hue. And here it is on my small palm, in less than ten minutes, without any special effort. The assistant means to praise their own product to please her boss, but the aunties crowd around me in excited twitters.


“Oh! Zoya’s hands are really taking in the mehendi!” Aisha beams like a proud mother hen.


Tanya, stylishly cross-legged in this season’s latest mermaid lehenga and a chic bob, and back after her sojourn with her text-boyfriend, averts her eyes skyward and smirks, the slightest of sniffs intended only for my ears. (I pretend to ignore as always.) “It’s not that deep. Now, if you’d put it on my hand—” Her tall claims are cut off by the squeals of aunties who crowd around me with tinkling bangles and acrid makeup.


“So rich and deep!”


“It’s lovely and dark!”


Hah! Take that, you designer-wearing-twenty-two-inch-waisted witch! I could smirk but my face remains Zen, like a functional adult.


Aisha’s glittery mother-in-law incarnates next to us out of the blue, a glassy smile on her powdered face.


“You know what that means, don’t you?” she purrs in a deceptively sweet voice.


The women all giggle, pleased with this unexpected development; Aisha winks at me, and Mum has turned into a shiny glowworm.


“Auntie, that’s all rubbish.” Peehu says, her mouth full of samosa, to the gasps of the collective women. One does not disagree with any in-law’s opinions, and certainly not before the wedding.


“It’s the warmth of the hand. Also the blood in your palm.” Kamya, back from the drinks counter, is ready with logical facts.


“Oh shush, child! Don’t get your science-shience in here! Have some paneer potlis!” Sheila Bua thrusts a large plate of fried cheese bundles into Kamya’s hands right under my nose.


A legend is the basis of these nudges and winks and beams. The darker the color of dried mehendi on your hands, the deeper is your husband’s love for you. That absurdly comforting thought sends a rush of blood to my face in a secret smile. Maybe, just maybe, it’s my turn this time.









CHAPTER THREE


I’m hungover and late for work, thanks to the wedding last night. Aisha looked gorgeous as usual in a ghagra choli, a pink and blue ankle-length skirt and short blouse with crystals. And Varun, the strapping groom, wore . . . well, something beige. Really, no one from the bride’s party cares about the groom’s outfit as long as he shows up fully clothed and reasonably sober for the wedding.


As soon as I heard the priest’s chants and saw the bride and groom start their pheras around the fire, I slipped away to follow red-faced uncles, all the way past guests chatting on gold-colored chairs, past three buffet tables outside the hall, and bam! No, not booze but Raunak, my on-and-off fling, of the drunk eyes and sneer fame, in a dark corner of the open-air wedding hall. (Apparently his parents are related to Aisha’s dad’s cousin. Or is it the cousin’s in-laws?)


A joint and a snog in a dark corner later, we hit the jackpot. An entire tableful of lovelies: shiny bottles of whiskey, scotch, beer, vodka, you name it, behind a white curtain that separated the wedding hall and the attached medical college.


Enter my post-wedding hangover this morning. And I would’ve been abysmally late had Mum not arranged my clothes the evening before, and Pa not dropped me to the station in the car.


In the meantime, two more cryptic texts from the boss showed up on the train.




Come straight to my office when you get here.


—A


Need to talk. Where are you?


—A





What the hell can’t wait forty frigging minutes?


After a rattling train ride, I finally arrive in South Bombay, with its pewter-stoned relics of British rule, to be met with a screech of vehicles and the deafening clang of temple bells. Hell sounds like that for sure.


My office is all cubes and steel, and my cubicle is way at the back, right next to the boss’s office, thereby deprived of any peace. A couple of stray early-bird colleagues clack sluggishly on the keyboard.


Just as I pull out my laptop, a muddy white shirt appears near my nook. It appears to dangle on a clothes hangar all by itself. No, not my boss but Chotu, the thirteen-year-old canteen boy from downstairs, the youngest child of the canteen owner. His real name is Ali, but someone in his extended family nicknamed him Chotu—the little one—when he was born, and now no one within a twenty-kilometer radius remembers his real name, not even his teachers at the neighborhood night school.


“Some breakfast, Madam?” he asks. “Poori bhaji today.”


Deep fried bread and spicy, oily potatoes. “Yes, please.”


“So, Zoya Madam.” Chotu pushes files and papers off my desk and plonks a sectional steel plate on my table. “I heard Arnav Sir was looking for you.”


“Yeah, I know. Food first.” If I have to face the boss hungover, I need some serious nourishment. In the bigger section of the plate are two large fried pooris; the smaller two sections overflow with a spicy, boiled potato bhaji with liberal amounts of green coriander leaves. The warmth and tang are the only saving grace of this dish. Which means Chotu is totally enjoying the new Byomkesh Bakshi mystery I got him. Because when Chotu is engrossed in a book, he forgets to supervise the canteen cook, who isn’t exactly a culinary genius, to put it mildly, so the food is uneven at best. Oh well. I can always top it up with my stash of Kit Kats from the overhead cabinet, tucked under a stack of vendor invoices. Chocolate can cure most ills.


But Chotu isn’t that absentminded always. He did leave an extra cup of creamy chai on my desk last week, before I took off for the start of Aisha’s wedding festivities. He does that often, I think in exchange for the books. Little things actually. Extra sticky notes or felt-tipped pens from the supply closet, or Gobble tea cakes from the canteen that we both like, the ones with bits of candied orange.


A plastic yellow daisy resting happily inside its miniature blue vase on my desk almost topples over in my haste to satisfy my starving stomach. Did I ever tell you that the daisy is my favorite flower? This one is made of plastic, but still. She really is a most happy little flower. This one just showed up on my desk in its bulb-vase one day, looking a little forlorn, kind of like a fake pet, so she’s stayed with me ever since.


Just as I take another bite of the wretched poori bhaji, a deep voice rumbles from above. “Good morning, Zoya.”


My heart rattles in shock. There’s my boss, in his usual uniform of striped gray shirt and black formal trousers, standing in his standard pose of legs slightly apart and arms crossed across his chest, rocking back and forth on his heels. Watching me intently as my cheeks swell to twice their size with pooris.


Arnav-the-Dragon-Bajaj is one of the youngest directors of our company, heading the Marketing and Client Management departments, all confidence. Supremely tall and never satisfied with your work. His motto is: You compete only with yourself, and you can always do better. He is like a slightly positive dragon. If the dragon had a five o’clock shadow on his face at ten in the morning and ringlets for hair.


“Good morning, Boss.” I choke down the food. He glances up from a sheaf of papers for just an instant, satisfied that I haven’t choked to death yet. It’s like being hit with the blinding light of crystals and the sun combined. Liquid amber with flecks of green. Sand and straw in a ring of grass. Like beach eyes.


Everyone he meets gushes over them, especially the girls. I did too, but not out loud. He caught me staring at my job interview two years ago: a morning ray flashed through the windows straight into his eyes, and it was like a fiery explosion of two blazing stars, after which the chairs, whiteboard, table, everything in that conference room seemed to disappear into their brilliance. That dazed explosion in my head lasted for about two seconds before the irritation in his voice pulled me back to earth. I really wanted this job, so I kept my mouth shut and eyes on another sunlit window behind him. After thirty seconds of staring straight into the sun, he looked like a dark blob, so that worked out well. At the end of the interview, he gave me a strange look before leaving the conference room.


They still startle me, the beach eyes, every single time, like they could read my thoughts as if displayed on a teleprompter and know exactly what non-work trickery I was up to (posting a totally harmless picture of the poori bhaji on my Insta).


“For the umpteenth time, Zoya, it is A.r.n.a.v.—Arnav, thank you very much,” he corrects with a short tilt of his head.


We are expressly forbidden to call him Boss or Arnav Sir or anything that denotes hierarchical formality—we’re Mosaic Inc., a small but hip subsidiary of Bucklebee & Owens, one of the top advertising and marketing agencies in the world—but the suffix has stuck because of his draconian ways. Mostly behind his back. (Remember that award-winning tennis shoe ad with Rafael Nadal last year? That was from the B&O mother ship in New York. And I, little ol’ me, am a small part of that agency. Just thinking about that sends a shiver of thrill up my spine.)


“In my office, please,” he says in a cryptic low tone and walks off. He even talks like his emails, in abrupt one-liners. The pooris play havoc inside my stomach.


Arnav Sir is already near his cabin, so I waddle after him, a penguin trying to catch up to a long-limbed cheetah. “Shut the door, Zoya.” He whips around and stares at me dead straight. The muscles in his face are completely static, like they weren’t programmed for any movement. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile. His shirt is a bit crumpled, tie is loose in an “I’ve-been-at-work-since-ages” look (at ten in the morning?), which looks kind of . . . umm, nice, when you think about such things. Which I don’t.


“I thought you did a great job on the pressure cooker campaign. The theme, messaging, and ads were pitch perfect,” he rumbles.


“Err, yes, thank you. I was just doing my job.”


Shut up, you fool; not the time to be modest now. Does he have to work inside a glacier? I’m still hungry and now I have to pee.


“You also brought in your printing vendor contacts, which saved us about five crore rupees this year. Remarkable,” he adds. “And you’re the only campaign manager who’s consistently delivered every project before the deadline in the two years you’ve been here. So, all in all, you are doing really well,” he nods at me.


Wow. I bet he’s run out of his yearly quota of words. Maybe he’ll breathe fire now instead of talk and it’ll all be my fault.


This is surreal. Hangover, icy bladder, praise. Maybe I’m in an alternate universe, in which I am tall, thin, and freakishly brilliant and anything I work on turns into the Next Big Thing.


“Thank you, Arnav Si—err, Arnav.” I hesitate, not sure if this means I have to compete with myself now?


“So, Zoya.” He takes a deep breath, his chest expands under that crumpled white shirt. “I’m here to tell you that you’re now the Associate Director of Projects. Congratulations on the promotion.”


Oh my. It would be unprofessional if I started squealing and jumping. “Thank you,” I say in a modest subdued voice (totally fake). Almost executive management. OMG! That totally calls for a feast—butter chicken and biryani to be eaten together. Home delivery from Lucky’s Restaurant tonight and Bastian on the weekend with family (their Malay crab is my one true love).


“There’s more.” He says, slicing through my imaginary food fest. No “well done,” or “well deserved,” or anything. “We’ve had an opening at the B&O office. For a small but new division working on American products targeting the South Asian market.”
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